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	1. Chapter 1

**(19.7 years)**

**Good Deed, Bad Seed**

**Chapter 1**

'Neal, that was amazing!' Sara said as she leaned back and took a sip of her cappuccino.

'I told you… it got a four star rating in the Times' Neal answered, looking more than a little smug.

Sara glanced over at the bar which was overflowing with guests, waiting to be seated. The Green Apron was one of those trendy new restaurants in the Chelsea Art District that didn't take reservations and yet, when they'd arrived an hour and a half earlier, they'd been greeted like royalty and immediately shown to the best table in the house.

'So, are you going to tell me how you managed to pull this off, Caffrey?' Sara asked, although his irresistible mystique was one of the things she loved most about her husband, even after almost twenty years of marriage.

Neal glanced at her from across the table with an innocent smirk and he reached out to take her hand, caressing her knuckles.

'Do you _really_ want to know?' he asked, leaning in seductively, voice soft, eyes naughty. He knew that, deep down, Sara loved the fact that she would never know _all_ his secrets. She didn't need to know that Mozzie had gotten his hands on an obscure Vasari and had fenced it to the new restaurant owner who was now eternally in Mozzie's debt – and by extension, happy to be of service to Mozzie's closest friends.

Sara gazed into Neal's eyes, noticing the look of mischief there, next to the graying temples.

'No...not really' she admitted as she watched Neal's face light up.

'Hope called today' he said, changing the subject. 'Her mid terms start next week.'

'How did she sound?' Sara asked as she not so discretely swiped another bite of Neal's chocolate amaretto cheesecake.

'A little stressed out but I gave her one of my old tricks for remaining calm under duress – fake it 'till you make it' Neal answered with a smile as he returned to his dessert - which Sara had been repeatedly picking at for the past ten minutes despite having 'resisted the urge' to order one for herself.

'I'm so proud of her' Sara said, licking her lips and humming in appreciation.

'She can do anything she wants...' Neal mused. '...as long as she just stays out of her own way.'

'Did she ask about Cameron?' Sara asked.

The young couple had broken up right before Hope's return to Carnegie Mellon for the fall semester; they'd spent the summer going back and forth, debating the merits and pitfalls of remaining exclusive. Hope had confided in her mom that, although she had deep feelings for Cam, she was still unsure about a long term commitment and she didn't want to keep him hanging while she got herself sorted out.

'No, she didn't…' Neal answered. '...but _he_ asks about _her_ every single time I walk into the gallery… wants to know how she's doing. I feel sorry for him; it looks to me like he's living a monk's life…'

Sara snorted in response. 'I don't think so! Well, unless you mean the kind of monk's life _you_ lived when you ran off to Cape Verde and left me behind!' Sara teased as she thought back to Neal's long ago confession about his brief affair with a café owner.

'Oh, do you really want to go there, 'Miss _Bejing'_?' he countered, recalling how quickly Sara had 'flinged' into a rebound affair with Bryan McKenzie after she'd broken up with Neal the first time.

Sara laughed heartily. Twenty-two years later, it was all just a distant memory but they still loved teasing each other about their past transgressions – even though they'd had two decades of a wonderful life together and were the proud parents of two terrific kids.

'Well, I wouldn't worry about Cam. Liam says he saw him at the movies last week...with another girl' Sara confided as Neal's eyes grew wide.

'Really?' said Neal, the hopeless romantic. 'I thought better of him…'

'Better of him? Neal, he's allowed to live his life. I'm sure Hope is dating other guys while _she's_ away. That's the whole idea behind breaking up – you get to date other people' Sara said in her usual, no-nonsense way.

Neal shrugged, obviously disappointed; despite his initial doubts, he'd begun to think of Cam as potential son-in-law material and he thought Hope had made a huge mistake by breaking up with him – although he'd managed to keep his big trap shut.

Sara jostled his hand, bringing him back to reality.

'So, tell me, how's Peter doing?' she asked.

Peter had been successfully fighting low grade prostate cancer for the past seven years but he'd been struggling the last few months.

'He's good' Neal answered. 'They're going to run some more tests but he's pretty optimistic they won't need to operate.'

'Oh, I meant to tell you' Neal continued. 'We hit $25,000 in profits last month.'

'Wow! That didn't take long. We didn't think we'd hit _that_ milestone until the middle of next year' Sara enthused.

'Well, Peter is keeping us nice and tight on the expense side and we made a $5,000 commission on the Karen Maxwell exhibition alone. And guess what? We sold Caitlin's sculpture for $300.'

'Wow! Did you tell _her_ yet?' Sara asked.

'No, it only happened yesterday and I wanted to wait and talk to her before I hand over a cheque for $180. That's an awful lot of money for a fifteen year old and I don't want her frittering it all away' Neal said.

For a man who had always been impulsive about spending money, it was ironic that his advice for his foster daughter was to save up for a rainy day.

'Peter told me you sold Hope's cottage series. How much did you get for that?' Sara asked, recalling the grouping of six paintings Hope had put up for sale in late summer, just before she'd returned to school.

'They sold for between $600 and $1200 apiece' Neal answered, pride apparent in his voice. 'Mrs. Fisher bought two and then, she came back for a third.'

'Let me guess, you got $1200 for the one of Liam jumping off the dock?' Sara guessed; it had been her favorite.

'Nope' Neal answered with a sly smile. 'The one of _you_ sitting on the swing, reading a book.'

'Really?'

'Yeah. You look _amazing_ in that painting' Neal said fondly.

'You mean Hope made me _look_ amazing in that painting' she corrected with a soft laugh.

'There you go, selling yourself short again' Neal said with a grin.

Sara smiled, embarrassed; she could never quite wrap her mind around being the focus of _any_ painting – let alone, have her likeness hanging in a gallery or in someone's else's home.

'So… are you done _not_ having any of my dessert?' Neal asked with a grin as he glanced around the busy restaurant. 'It's getting noisy in here. You ready to start heading back?'

The bill was paid and Neal winked at the owner on the way out as he left a more than generous tip in his hands. The couple made their way out onto the busy street. There were lots of cafés and restaurants on this strip of West 26th and Sara suggested they walk for a couple of blocks before heading back to the car. It was a beautiful late October evening, definitely chilly as fall descended on New York, but still a lovely night for a stroll.

They held hands as they walked, glancing into storefronts and galleries, Neal always on the lookout for ideas he could steal for the Raphael.

'Neal...' Sara said quietly. 'Promise me you won't blow a gasket.'

Neal slowed the pace a little and turned towards his wife, waiting for her to continue.

'Caitlin got another detention this afternoon' she said, cringing.

When they had decided to become foster parents to the troubled teen, they knew without a doubt that there would be rough times ahead; by all accounts, she was damaged goods. Surprisingly, Sara had been the more patient and forgiving of the two, contrary to what they'd both anticipated. Neal had lived a wayward life as a teenager and he was damned and determined not to have Caitlin follow down the same path. He kept close tabs on her and didn't give her any wiggle room, something Sara worried might eventually alienate him from the young girl.

'You're kidding!' Neal shouted, stopping dead in his tracks and glaring at Sara. 'What is it _this_ time?'

'Calm down, Neal. She was late for class, that's all…'

'Late for class? Why the hell was she late for class? I drop them both off at the _same_ place, at the _same_ time every morning. _Liam_ is never late for class.'

'Honey, calm down. At least she's _going_ to school. This is _nothing_ compared to doing drugs and stealing… which, may I remind you, Caitlin hasn't done in over two months.'

Neal rolled his eyes. He'd given the teen _so_ many chances and yet she kept pushing his buttons, driving him crazy – payback, he thought, for every single time he'd pushed Peter over the line.

'I just… it's so frustrating. I just want her to get her act together. She's so talented and yet she's wasting every opportunity she's given' Neal groused as Sara laced her arm in his.

'Neal…' was all she said before he shook his head, needing no more reminding that he'd done much worse in his youth and that it had taken him a lot longer to straighten himself out.

'Fine' he said, bringing the discussion to an end. He didn't need reminding of his indiscriminate youth; all he had to do was look at Caitlin and he was instantly reminded of all his past shortcomings.

The sun was coming down and there was a sudden chill in the air as they turned onto a side street and started heading back towards the restaurant where they'd parked the car.

'I talked to my mom this afternoon' Neal said, his voice quiet.

Sara waited for him to continue. Ever since he'd made amends with his mother the previous summer, Neal had been in touch with her on a regular basis. She'd been in hospital twice over the summer months and although Neal had wanted to bring her to New York for a visit, she had simply been too sick to travel. He'd visited her every few weeks, sometimes on his own or sometimes with Sara, who had grown very fond of her mother-in-law.

'She sounded really tired' Neal continued, looking sad. '...I don't think she's telling me everything.'

'Of course she isn't. Would _we_ tell the kids everything if _we_ were dying?' she asked rhetorically.

Sara's usual dry delivery cut to the quick and Neal frowned at her lack of sensitivity.

'Sorry' she said, immediately regretting her words as she caught a glimpse of the sadness in Neal's eyes. She squeezed his arm by way of apology and he put his hand over hers in a show of forgiveness.

Neal shrugged; she was right and he hated to think that his mom would soon be leaving his life when she'd only been back in it for a short time. He hadn't given up on bringing her to New York. He wanted her to see the gallery and the June Ellington School of Art where he spent most of his waking hours. He knew she would also get a kick out of seeing Hope and Liam in their natural habitat.

'I know airport travel is hard… maybe I could drive out and get her – that way we could take our time getting back and we could stop whenever she needed a break…'

'Honey, that's a fourteen hour drive…' Sara began, stopping suddenly when she saw the look of disappointment on Neal's face. She squeezed his arm and continued, not wanting to burst his bubble. '…well, why don't you talk to her about it and see what she says.'

Neal nodded sadly. They were just about a block away from where they'd parked the car when Neal's attention was drawn to a small commotion on a nearby side street. In the semi darkness, he could see a woman being shoved up against a building by a large, man, hovering menacingly above her.

'I _don't_ have it' he heard the woman moan, her voice quivering while the man pushed her up against the brick building.

'Hey!' Neal called out in an effort to break up the confrontation. He wasn't very skilled at hand to hand combat but he sure as hell wasn't about to leave a poor, defenceless woman to fend for herself against a brute in the middle of an alley in Manhattan.

The man looked up towards the sound of Neal's voice and continued man handling her, obviously undeterred by the unexpected interruption and Neal and Sara watched in horror as the woman cowered against the wall, trying to protect herself from the imminent attack. Neal pulled away from Sara and began to run towards the pair.

'Honey, call the police!' he shouted.

TBC


	2. Chapter 2

**Chapter** **2**

'Hey! You! Let her go!' Neal cried out as he got closer.

He glanced up the alley, noticing there was no one else in sight – a little help on his quest to stop whatever this was turning into would have been greatly appreciated. Alas, he seemed to be on his own to try to keep this brute from attacking the young woman, who continued to stand there, back against the brick wall, totally defenceless. Neal's voice reverberated in the empty alley, the burly, bald man barely acknowledging Neal's warning to cease and desist. He watched helplessly as the guy grabbed the woman roughly by the arm and pushed her up against the wall once more, totally ignoring Neal's rebuke.

'Hey! I'm talking to you. Stop it! Now!' Neal screamed, louder this time, hoping that the mere disruption might be enough to stop the altercation and send the attacker fleeing in the other direction.

The large man turned towards Neal, his hand still holding the woman's arm as he yelled back.

'This has nothing to do with you, buddy!' he shouted. 'Mind your own goddam business.'

'This _is_ my business, now let her go!' Neal screamed, trying to sound confident despite the fact his knees were shaking and his heart was thumping wildly in his chest.

The man wasn't about to give up. He turned back towards the woman and shouted. 'I said, where the hell is it?'

WCWCWC

Sara watched from the nearby sidewalk as Neal continued on his mission to get his ass kicked and handed to him on a silver platter. Why did he always have to play the hero? At just under six feet, Neal was no slouch by any means but he had always been on the lean side, tipping the scales at a mere 175 pounds – and that was soaking wet after a double helping of Thanksgiving dinner. He'd always been much more successful at using his silver tongue than his fists and Sara watched with concern as her husband rode in on his white horse in an effort to diffuse the situation and save this poor unfortunate woman from harm.

'Neal, be careful' she called out, almost certain he hadn't heard her.

She glanced up and down the street, hoping the police cruiser she'd summoned would appear at any moment so she wouldn't have to follow it up with a second call to 911 - this time requesting an ambulance to take her badly beaten husband to the nearest hospital.

Of course, she should have known better than to expect Neal to idly stand by, despite the obvious risks to his own safety. Neal never shied away from confrontation when someone needed help – even if that person was a complete stranger; he just wouldn't be true to himself if he didn't step up to the plate and try to make things right.

Sara heard a siren off in the distance and hoped it was headed their way.

WCWCWC

'I'm fine' Neal said for the third time as Sara continued to fuss over him in the emergency waiting room. 'It's just a small cut.'

Truth was, he was frustrated he hadn't been able to intervene without things escalating to violence – the fact that he'd been the only casualty of said violence was just plain embarrassing.

The sound of the police siren drawing nearer had been the incentive needed to send the big, brawny guy disappearing down the alley but not before he'd thrown the woman to the ground and given Neal a good sharp shove which had sent him face first into the nearby brick wall. Sara had been by his side instantly, helping him to his feet while the police cruiser finally pulled up on the scene, too late to be of any help.

The woman had been grateful to Neal for intervening and the three of them had stood on the sidewalk for a good ten minutes giving their statements to the two officers who had shown up at the scene. It was only upon getting a good look at her face that Neal had recognized the woman from his many trips to the Federal Building; he'd noticed her on occasion whenever he had visited Peter in the past or more recently, when he dropped in to see Jones and Diana at the White Collar unit. Turned out her name was Brenda Foster and she worked for _Homeland_ _Security_ on the 12th floor, she'd explained.

The pretty blond woman had thanked Neal profusely for his civic mindedness and before going their separate ways, Neal had given both Brenda and the police officers his business card on which he'd jotted down his home number in case they needed to contact him for further information. To his surprise, the young woman had given him an enthusiastic hug before leaving the scene, thanking him again for his help and wishing him well.

Landing in hospital hadn't been on the program and Sara sat in the waiting room alongside Neal, reaching for her phone to call home in order to check on things.

Caitlin answered on the third ring, sounding irate about something or other when Sara asked if things were okay.

'Liam's being a prick' the teen responded as Sara scoffed.

'Caitlin!' she admonished. 'Language!'

'Alright, he's being an asshole!' Caitlin said, correcting herself.

Sara rolled her eyes. 'Much better, Caitlin' she answered in the sarcastic tone Caitlin Somersby was learning to appreciate from her foster mother. 'Listen, we're going to be a bit later. Neal's had a little…mishap' she added mysteriously.

'What kind of mishap?' Caitlin asked, always curious yet suddenly concerned. Neal had been her savior, inviting her into their home when she'd simply run out of options and for all her standoffish attitude towards the Caffreys, she cared very much about what happened to him.

'It's nothing serious. You and Liam just hold off on killing each other until we get back, okay?' Sara warned before hanging up.

Neal was seen to and stitched up in no time and they arrived home from their little misadventure a little past eleven o'clock only to find Caitlin hovering by the front door, obviously anxious for them to return.

'Mr. C!' she exclaimed when she spotted the bandage on his forehead. 'What happened?'

'It's nothing. I'm fine' Neal muttered, trying hard not to give in to the throbbing pain in his head.

'I made you some coffee… Italian Roast, your favorite' the teenager said as she led the way into the kitchen.

'Thanks Caitlin… but shouldn't you be getting to bed? You don't want to be late for class tomorrow' Neal said pointedly as he glared at her – anything to deflect the attention away from himself and his misguided attempt at playing Superman.

'Yeah, about that…' she began as she glanced towards Sara – the woman who had grassed her out.

'I don't want to hear about it' Neal said, frustrated with the events of the evening. 'Bed!'

'Yes sir' Caitlin murmured as she bid them both goodnight.

'Do you want some aspirin?' Sara asked as she made her way over to the kitchen cabinet.

'Yes...please' Neal said, giving in to the humiliation.

Sara walked over with a glass of water and a couple of pills, running her hand through Neal's hair. 'Honey, what you did tonight was very brave' she said as she grazed his forehead with her lips.

'You mean, it was very stupid' Neal corrected as he swallowed the pills.

'No! I admit I would _prefer_ if you didn't always put yourself in the middle of these things but then, it just wouldn't be you' Sara said with a soft smile.

'Yeah, well, even _I'm_ getting too old to be me' Neal answered with a shrug as he pulled his wife in for a hug.

'My hero…' Sara cooed.

'Well, this hero is ready for bed!'

WCWCWC

Neal pulled up in front of White Plains District High at 8:35 as he did most weekday mornings. Now that he divided his time between the Raphael Gallery and the June Ellington School of Art, he used one of their two cars to commute daily instead of taking the train into Manhattan. He usually dropped the kids off at school, made his way to the Bronx and spent the morning at the school, running staff meetings, ordering supplies and chatting with teachers and students before heading back to the Raphael in the Chelsea Art District of Manhattan right after lunch when traffic finally got a little lighter. Some days, he didn't go to the gallery at all, now that Peter worked there full time and Cameron had been promoted to manager.

'You have _absolutely_ no reason to be late for class today, Caitlin. Do you hear me?' he barked as she and Liam stepped out of the car.

'Yes sir' she answered dutifully although Neal had his doubts.

'Bye Dad!' Liam called out.

'Have a good day, you two' Neal added before driving away.

The morning was uneventful and if it hadn't been for the lingering headache, Neal would have forgotten all about his adventure from the night before. By lunchtime, he headed out to the Raphael to spend some time with Peter who he hadn't seen in a couple of days. Neal loved hanging around the gallery, seeing to customers while Peter toiled nearby doing paperwork – the part of the job Neal absolutely hated and had happily relinquished to his partner.

He made a quick detour to the coffee shop next door to the gallery and ordered Peter's favorite espresso – something Elizabeth never let him have when she was around.

'Good afternoon' Neal announced solemnly as he walked in, seeing Peter hunched over his desk working away and noticing Cameron finishing up a transaction with a customer nearby.

'Neal!' Peter exclaimed, removing his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose. 'I didn't know you were coming by today… Wow! What happened to you?'

Although the damage had been minimal, Neal was sporting a lovely shiner as well as a bandage on his forehead to cover the four stitches they'd put in the night before at White Plains General. He frowned at Peter's greeting, feeling the sting and pull on his forehead as his face contorted.

'Got dinged playing the hero' Neal muttered as he handed Peter the cup of coffee and perched himself on the edge of his desk.

Peter waited for more – there was _always_ more where Neal was concerned.

'Sara and I went out to dinner last night and on the way out, we spotted this guy attacking a woman and I… I sort of got involved' he admitted.

Peter gave him a knowing look, eyebrows raised. Knowing Neal as he did, it was no surprise to him that his best friend would put himself out there to help a stranger – he'd seen it countless times before, especially when they'd worked together all those years ago.

'So… how did it end?' Peter asked.

'Well, the police eventually showed up and the guy did a runner. The woman's fine…' Neal said.

'Hey Mr. Caffrey!' Cameron called out as Neal heard the door jingle and watched the customer leave the store. 'Whoa! Are you alright?'

'I'm fine' Neal muttered, already tired of having to explain his predicament over and over again.

Cameron Armstrong shrugged, sensing Neal's inclination to change the subject. 'I just sold one of yours.'

'Oh yeah? Which one?' Neal asked. At any given time, he had a dozen or so of his works on display on the second floor of the gallery.

'The one with the Canadian geese' Cam said as Neal nodded. That piece had only been up on the wall for a couple of weeks.

'Great!' Neal said. 'So, anything new to report?'

'It's all good. It's been pretty busy, right Mr. Burke?' he asked, turning to Peter who nodded. 'So, have you heard from Hope?'

Neal swallowed; he hated to see the poor guy suffering as he was and he wondered if working at the gallery alongside Hope's dad and godfather made things worse for him.

'She called yesterday. Exams start next week' Neal said, giving Cam the abridged version of his conversation with his daughter. 'She says hi to everyone' - he couldn't help throwing the poor guy a bone.

'Well, I've got stuff to do in the back' Cameron said as he turned to leave, pointing to the pile of letters near the cash register. 'There's some mail over there for you.'

Neal smiled at the young man; he really quite liked him and he had to admit Cam was a godsend at the gallery, keeping things running smoothly when he couldn't be there. The balancing act between managing the gallery and getting the art school up and running wasn't an easy task but for the time being at least, the June Ellington School of Art was Neal's priority and he worked relentlessly to ensure the school was properly staffed and on its way to living up to his exacting standards.

Neal turned his attention back to Peter, nudging the newspaper Peter had left on the corner of his desk in order to make room to sit. His eyes were drawn to the photograph on the front page of the Post and a familiar face with the caption '_Woman found murdered in Brooklyn'_

'I know this woman!' Neal exclaimed.
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End file.
